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Disclaimer

• Reference herein to any specific commercial 
products, process, or service by trade name, 
trademark, manufacturer, or otherwise, does not 
necessarily constitute or imply its endorsement, 
recommendation, or favoring by the United 
States Government. The views and opinions of 
authors expressed herein do not necessarily state 
or reflect those of the United States Government, 
and shall not be used for advertising or product 
endorsement purposes
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Overview

• Description of COVID-19 in older Veterans with dementia

• Obstacles to stress management due to COVID-19

• Unique challenges for older Veterans living with dementia and their 
caregivers

• VA-based resources 

• Community-based resources
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• How often do you work with older Veterans 
living with dementia and their caregivers in 
your current setting?

❑Not at all / Never

❑Some of the time 

❑Most of the time

❑Nearly all of the time

4



COVID-19 Prevalence
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NYT, Nov 5, 20201

8 in 10 reported 

COVID-19 deaths 

have been adults 65 

years or older2



Vulnerability Factors 

• Chronic medical conditions

• Mental illness, SUD

• Racial / ethnic disparities

• Cognitive impairment 

• Homelessness

• Low SES

• Caregiving needs

• Restricted social support and community 
resources
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Vulnerability Factors 
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COVID-19 & Dementia 

Case Example: Mr. G

82 year old Veteran who has been diagnosed 

with Alzheimer's disease (mild/early stage). 

Lives in the community with spousal caregiver. 

Mrs. G phones and informs Veteran’s primary 

care provider that he fell in the bathroom 3 

days ago, is more confused, and has been 

spending a lot of time in bed sleeping. Today, 

he developed a cough and a fever of 100.0 F.
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COVID-19 Symptoms
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COVID-19 & Dementia
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Changes in 
consciousness

Impaired attention

Sleep/wake cycle 
disturbance

Hallucinations

Emotional disturbance

Delirium3-5



COVID-19 & Dementia
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COVID-19 & Dementia

• Difficulty communicating symptoms to 
caregiver5

• Potential signs include changes in the 
following6,7:

• Cognition 
– increased confusion, slower processing speed

• Behavior
– Anxiety, agitation, aggression

– Apathy, depression, increased sleep, fatigue

• Function
– Decline from baseline
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• To what extent has COVID-19 impacted the 
mental health of your patients with dementia 
and their caregivers? Mental health over the 
past few months is:

❑Much worse

❑Some worse

❑No change

❑Some better

❑Much better
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Stress Management

• COVID-related stress is unique

– Pervasive; stress surrounding uncertainty

– Can bring on stressful acute life events and 

exacerbate chronic stressors 
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Stress Management

• Major obstacles for Veterans with 

dementia and caregivers

– Limited access to social support

– Reduced opportunity for behavioral activation

– Restricted access to usual care resources

• Disruption of daily routines and 

structure

15



Veterans with Dementia
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COVID-19 
STRESS

Behavior

• Boredom

• Loneliness

• Anxiety 

• Agitation

• Irritability

Cognition

• Confusion

• Disorientation

Sleep 

• Sleep difficulty

• Daytime 
napping



Coping Skills

• Increasing / maintaining routine

• Menus of pleasant activities8

• Scheduling appropriate behavioral activation 

– Digital behavioral activation (e.g., podcasts, online 
videos & music)

• Hygiene reminders
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• How confident do you feel in recommending 
COVID-19 specific resources for Veterans with 
dementia and their caregivers?

❑Not at all confident

❑A little confident

❑Somewhat confident

❑Very confident
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VA Resources
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• VA Mobile Apps for Mental 
Health

– VA mental health self-
management mobile 
applications (apps) teach 
evidenced-based skills

– Older adults benefit from 
these approaches9-12

– Veterans with dementia 
need more assistance

Coping Skills
VA Resources

VA Resources

Slide content courtesy of Christine Gould, PhD, ABPP
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Older 
adults’ 
barriers 
to using 
mobile 
apps

Slide content courtesy of Christine Gould, PhD, ABPP

Sensory 
Changes

Knowledge 

Cognition
Use clear, 

simple 
language

Provide 
handouts

Accessibility 
features

Stylus and 
other tools

Define terms & 
symbols

Instructional 
manuals



Caregiver/Patient Education Handouts

VA Sharepoint: Tech into Care Sharepoint13

Link to request materials: https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/Geri-mobile

Mobile Device Information

How to 
Download Mobile 
Apps

Step-by-Step Guides 
for PTSD Coach* and 
Mindfulness Coach

*PTSD Coach 3.0 printable reference available

Slide content courtesy of Christine Gould, PhD, ABPP

https://dvagov.sharepoint.com/sites/VACOMentalHealth/mobile/pages/tech-into-care.aspx
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/Geri-mobile


Community Resources

• Veterans with dementia
– Alzheimer’s Association Online Tools

• https://www.alz.org/help-support/resources/online-tools

– Administration for Community Living
• https://acl.gov/COVID-19

– State resources
• Ex. Dementia Alliance of North Carolina14

– Virtual Tours Links

– Activity Box Kits

– Minders15: Indoor activity ideas for older adults with dementia

– Coloring pages 
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Potential Impact of COVID-19 on 
Caregivers of Veterans with Dementia

Increased 
Caregiver 

Burden

Reduced Access 
to Respite and 

Resources

Technology 
Stress

Changes in 
Social Support

Increased 
Isolation

Reduced Self 
Care Activities

Implementing 
Infection 

Prevention 
Protocols

New Caregiver 
Responsibilities
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Supporting Caregivers of Veterans with 
Dementia

• Assess and address issues related to caring in 
COVID
– Psychoeducation re: COVID in persons with 

dementia

– Develop COVID Preparedness Plan

– Expand current support systems

– Set realistic expectations

• Reach out to the caregiver, don’t wait for 
them to reach out to you
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Supporting Caregivers of Veterans with 
Dementia

Identify alternate caregiver and 
potential alternate LAR

Compile a list of Veteran’s care 
needs, wants, and preferences

Develop quarantine plan
Update advance health care 

directives

COVID 
Preparedness Plan
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VA Resources

• Caregivers
– Program of General Caregiver Support Services
– Virtual support groups 
– Caregiver Support Program Peer Support Mentoring 

Program 
– VHA Office of Rural Health

• https://www.ruralhealth.va.gov/vets/resources.asp#dem

– Elizabeth Dole Foundation
• Hidden Heroes

– https://hiddenheroes.org/coronavirus/

• Caregiver Action Network
– https://hiddenheroes.org/resource/caregiver-action-network/
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Community Resources

• Caregivers
– Gerocentral

• https://gerocentral.org/clinical-toolbox/covid-19-resources/

– Rosalynn Carter Institute for Caregiving
• https://www.rosalynncarter.org/programs/covid-caregiving/

– Alzheimer’s Association
• https://www.alz.org/help-support/caregiving/coronavirus-

(covid-19)-tips-for-dementia-care

– Family Caregiver Alliance
• https://www.caregiver.org/coronavirus-covid-19-resources-

and-articles-family-caregivers
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References
1. New York Times. (2020). Coronavirus in the U.S.: Latest Maps 
and Case Count. Retrieved from: 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/us/coronavirus-us-
cases.html?action=click&pgtype=Article&state=default&region=TO
P_BANNER&context=storylines_menu

2. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). (2020). COVID 
- 19 Guidance for Older Adults. Retrieved from: 
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-
precautions/older-adults.html

3. Wang H, Li T, Barbarino P, Gauthir S, Brodaty H, Moliuevo JL, et 
al. Dementia care during COVID - 19. 2020. The Lancet, 395 
(10231): 1190 - 1191. 

4. Marcantonio ER. (2017) Delirium in hospitalized older adults. 
New England Journal of Medicine, 377:1456 - 66. 

5. Bianchetti, Rozzini, Guerini, Boffelli, Ranieri, Minelli, Bianchetti
and Trabucchi . (2020) Clinical presentation of COVID 19 in 
dementia patients. Journal of Nutrition Health & Aging. 28

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/us/coronavirus-us-cases.html?action=click&pgtype=Article&state=default&region=TOP_BANNER&context=storylines_menu
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/older-adults.html


References
6. Ward CF, Figiel GS, McDonald WM. (2020). Altered Mental Status as a 
Novel Initial Clinical Presentation for COVID-19 Infection in the Elderly. J Am 
Geriatric Psychiatry. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jagp . 
2020.05.013 

7. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). (2020). COVID - 19 in 
Racial and Ethnic Minority Groups. Retrieved from 
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/racial-
ethnic-minorities.html

8. Gallagher-Thompson, D., Thompson, L. W., & Rider, K. L. (2005). California 
older person’s pleasant events schedule. Retrieved September, 5, 2007.. 

9. Spek, V., Cuijpers, P. I. M., Nyklícek, I., Riper, H., Keyzer, J., & Pop, V. (2007). 
Internet-based cognitive behaviour therapy for symptoms of depression and 
anxiety: a meta-analysis. Psychological medicine, 37(3), 319-328.

10. Lenze, E. J., Hickman, S., Hershey, T., Wendleton, L., Ly, K., Dixon, D., ... & 
Wetherell, J. L. (2014). Mindfulness‐based stress reduction for older adults 
with worry symptoms and co‐occurring cognitive dysfunction. International 
journal of geriatric psychiatry, 29(10), 991-1000.

29



References
11. Cuijpers, P., Van Straten, A., & Warmerdam, L. (2007). Behavioral 
activation treatments of depression: A meta-analysis. Clinical psychology 
review, 27(3), 318-326.

12. Wetherell, J. L., Hershey, T., Hickman, S., Tate, S. R., Dixon, D., Bower, 
E. S., & Lenze, E. J. (2017). Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction for Older 
Adults With Stress Disorders and Neurocognitive Difficulties: A 
Randomized Controlled Trial. The Journal of clinical psychiatry, 78(7), 
e734.

13. 
https://dvagov.sharepoint.com/sites/VACOMentalHealth/mobile/Pages/r
esearch.aspx

14. Dementia Alliance of North Carolina. (2020) Family Resources for 
Managing Life with Dementia During COVID-19. Retrieved from: 
https://dementianc.org/family-services-support/covid-19-family-
resources/

15.Minders. (2020). How to Guide. Retrieved from: 
https://sites.google.com/view/minders-activities/home.

30

https://dementianc.org/family-services-support/covid-19-family-resources/
https://sites.google.com/view/minders-activities/home

